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The Kentucky National Guard in Vietnam:
The Story of Bardstown's Battery C at War

by Anthonmg A Mclntiee

The Americat public i conlised about Vietnum. They know
thar the war hurt, and ihat they have Been hard-put 1o Tind mmy
mmcaiiing in it 0 ot Bardswown, Kenlucky, for instance, the home
of Banery C, Second Howiteer Battalion, 13%th Anillery, Kenocky
National Guard, Bardstown suflered probably the highest per-
capitn loss of any US. community during the war in Vietnam,
Musch of that biss resulied from o relutbvely obscure baiile on Tom
ihawk HiL The fighe there did ool muserbally affect e progress of
the war. 1 did mol ahter any eritical militury halance. Numerous
other fights: dwarfed it Bat the stypical story of Basiery © shisws
that even with wmn cohesion, hamogencity. élan, and proficicncy
— i ather words, with many of the Tociors commanly Tistied us
eredity in World War 11 and debits in Victnam — the military siill
had crippling problems. Chict among these problems was the
soldiers” Tundumental apathy for the couse. The pernicious nesuls
of the Hemited-tinirs pelicy followed logically from und coniributed
aniightily to thal insensibility. The stury of Battery © helps o clirily
somer of what wenl wrong i Vietnam,

Over L1 million men served Tn Vietnam. hut less than ifieen
thousand men from Amesica’s Natjonal Guard saw active duty any-
whese diaring thal wair. Fewer «fill seoved in Southeast Asia, [n fact,
ordy two National Cuard units sctually fought theee, one of thicis
Rentucky’s Secom! Huwiteer Battalion. 1 3%th Field Arillery (544
e in Vietnam), also known as the Lowtsville Legion. !

In the wake ol the Té Offensive of Junuzey 3, 1968,
Inereased demand o American troops precipitated e eall-up of
Mational Guard wnits. Dn April 1. Secretury of Difense Clark
Clifford anisswesd the suimmoning of over twenty-four ilaowsand

T iutdew Iv i it cundidsn in recynt Ansencs bissory ol B Usilvets
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Toor this prvgeey. Witksout e, il wonrhl oot huve heen possibile
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mswrve soldiers i thiry-four stales, OF (ese, some ten housam)
Army, Mavy, amld Adr Forve Reservisie, alang with a smatiering of
Mathonal Guardseaen, went W Vicinam, Nearly six hundred Ken-
tacky Cirardsmen receivod ondems i report 6 Fort Hood, Texax, for
further training

T Bardstown, the men of Banery C got e word, Bardstown,
in Melson Connty, had a population of aboul Gfy-eight hutidred
peiples the whale county, Tud less than twenty-four towsaed, The
torh by e center of 3 clister of small commamitics — Rloomfield,
Pawton, Fairfiehl, New Haven, Cox's Oreck — oot D from Loaiss
wille. Konown for ks whiskey mdustry and bs the sitg of Tederl
Hill, papularty called My Ol Kentocky Home” the orea was
peimarily farming country, where people knew cach nther and
tamilies were reloled

The men of Batery C fud joined the Guard far different
reisens, and they saw. their course mure s allemative serdce than
ms whint crines labeded o odralt dodge. Donald Parish joined the
Guard so that he would be able W omn the funily siness, Kent
Wischof! recalls that he joioed in 1963, belore Viehnam wis a
comcermn, rather than be drafied, & fiendd who jolned ot the same
time told him later, In Vietnam, Y kiow, we were boilh oraey . .
we pould have gone in the Army in "63 and before the war ever
started [we eoild hive| been oul in "657 Jody Haydon says that he
fun thought o lon about why be joaned the Guard, s mother
witibed B oo, and be rementhers that “those were ugh times | .
e were faced with (he Toct thay vou might get deafted ond then.
getting out of gollege, whil kind of jul might you get? . 8 lot ol
decisions — big decisions.” As it hoppened. be joined just in tine
fir the calloup.! One pair of fescarchion calls the draft system a
“generation-wide scramble (o survival ™ Cengral Lewis B
Hershisy, the man who supervised (hat clumber. ilso had o word for
thivee difficult deciziony — “chanseling."” American youth, by vir-
e of the drafi, were forced o muke eorcer décidions s o i serve
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the: soxcial poisd, The Natlonal Guerd was acceped service.”

Ordering the Guand 1o repont created consternation and o run
om the churches. Within three woeks of the call, six members of
Battery C announced engagements (o be manried before the unit
shipped owl for Tewas. Parrish comments that many of the couples
had already planned marriage and just scoelermted the timetable,
although “1 think mayhe in a place or two they probably made
plars rather quickly,”™ Mrs. Kent Bischoll, one of the rushed
brides, recalls sharing flowers with two other couples: the church
did not have enough fresh white ronners for the aisles so they
wirned over one from an carlier coremony, “So | mean we were
gening murried Jeft and nght.”

The Guandsmen of the Loulsville Legion sceepied the mobi-
lization, but nol without a legal fight. Their reluctance o go o
Vietnum underscores one of the primary problems of the LS
military in that war: many soldiers did oot believe that the fighting
in Vietnam was immehiately necessary for American security, No
e serioarly peewrses the Bardstown men of being radicals. Nesther
is their patriotism easily questioned. Rather, they, along with many
other young American men, simply did not see o pressing nesd w0
fight, even though they might scknowlbedge a potential, thearetival
imstce i cormmrmism, From Americans calbed 1o service, the war
generally elicited either upenthusiastic resignation, sell-deception
ahout the reality of going o Vietnam, or an sctive deslre o avoid
ithe Tight if possible. Mo of the men of Batiery C and the rest of
the 134t persisted i believing, umiil they were almost there, that
they would never sctually resch Vietnam. Oihers either resigned
themselves 1o their fate, retuctanily in most coses, or decided 1o
challenge the call-up in court. Over one hundred of te battilion's
Cuardsmen ultimately filed suit 1o stop their unit’s sctivation,”
William Johnson, a leader of the movement, made clear the group’s
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pragmatic, nonmoralistic. middle: Amencan position. “We're
speaking ool med e opgpeese the war b Vietnam or America’s. par-
cipation in that war,”™ he sand; “we want to poesent the backgroand
of why our call-up wos illegul ™

The men of Banery © cach reacied differendly to the legal
effimts Wy Leep them gt home. Most remiember the petithias, and
some joined in, Kenl Bischoll remembers the ongunising mecing,
but nol whae orzanized i We sat there and Bstened to theas that
might.” he said. “We were imeoested enoagh 1 go and bear whis
they were snying.” bat he addé that he never gave the: elffort nich
chance of sucvess. He did oot join. Donald Porrsh, on the other
hand, candidly admits that he signed a petition supporting the
drive, and he does oo see any lock of patristism umeng tose who
did so; =1 always thought that pastice seally gol bderfered with
hecause of politics in thae simaation,” Today, however, Parrish
objects 1o those interviewers who seem interesied only in the
fretithn: =1 found thid w be very distasteful wod really did ol swan
1y participane™ in anything designed w goestion the loyaly of the
Mutional Ganrd. Bischoff has been particularly irritated by
repaorters from the Cable News Network who “wers tryving 1o pet
out of someone an wnpatrioic . . imerview, Ul say agan, T would
govif | was i the unit and | wies calbed again, Fd go Jody Hoydon
remembers (hat the interest lasted for o few woeks and then foded;
“the word came back (hs we had oo legal prounds.” He wdds, “1've
often wondered ahout (hat though ., it wois never o declansd wur
— foor whiatever that’s worth.” The men are loval w dhe nution, bt
ot the sume time still believe — an they did in 1968 — that
Victnam was the wrong war, in the wrong plice, ot the wrong time,
In early October, the LS. Supreme Cournt set aside court ondems
blocking overseas shipment of Heserve and Guard units, The
Second Battalion amived in Viemum later that monih. The legal
effor ultimately (ailed two months later. On December 12, 1968, a
Federnl Court judge denied the petition of the 105 Guardsmen who
profested their call-up 1o fight in a foreign war® The Supreme

ihe sy, 0w iechmacally (b Ay Sanesmal Gisind i wes moinkand Ser e Lasnaville
ey dewernal Sopivmdsor 2 1R, fir swen doimls
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Court refused 10 intervene despite the strong objections of Justice
William O, Douglas. ™

Certiinly Banery O, though reluctam o oga, wainl with
amaring solidarity, Among the 108 men who left for Victnam, the
unit counted seven sty of brothers, According o LS. law af the
timee, brothers could it be senl simulaneously o a combal 2one;
hence, fourteen of the men sgned wisivers while they were training
that June ol Fort Hood. Texos, so tha they could serve together in
Vietnam. "'

i Wk Fiwwrs, Dibcessbay 17, 1l
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Bardstown alvo prepared 1o send its men o Vietnam, bul not
withet some comforts of home. The local weekly paper, the
Kentucky Stonshend, reponed tha o drve to collect things for the
men nefted six old-siyle wninger wishing mochines. nine refrig-
erators, 8 commercial we machime, chain saws, aml assorted odds
and ends.”" Lietenant Tom MoClure, writing the paper with the
unit's thinks, reported that Battery C'« morale was high ' A month
later, the Bandstown men sceambled into a Branifl International
irplans bound for Victnam. Jerry lanes remembers getting on the
plane:

Theery. vk ws wor wopre: goangg. Tt | don”y dhind. thal any of s ever thought
Mnat wid'd wver g 0t pownt, D e back of our mands, s thooghi. well,
olay, we wore will sniesile amd we skl bl o clbowe homse yonmection. aml
wr jush mover really theughi than ] was going s hapgstn. T paess i@ downed
om me whem e ool 1o the Plleppines, and 1 iher kellimg Jody Haydon
sk, piwmi ko, | believe we'ie golng over thery | think s e | ohink
w's might, He ssud, “1 bohieve we e don ™"

They Nlew into Da Mang, on the nonhern pan of e South Viel-
namese codst. All of the men seem 1o remember different things
about their amival: the heat, the smell, § surprise inspection — the
bowdies Joaded into the plane behind them. Reality set in.

Adter ity amval, the Louisville Legion was anached 1o the
1005t Adrboane Divasion in the morthermmost military district
South Victnam, the mfumous T Corpe, Close 1o North Vietnam, |
Ceirps had & reputation for bloody action, The buttalion st up
headguarters at Camp Engle in Phu Bai, some forty-five miles
mesrth of D Nasg. Jody Hisyvdon remeembers the regular US. Army
base camps: they “were almost like o big Boy Scoot outing. |
enaldn’t believe how big it all was, how many people there were,
the waste of muteriol things™ Kent Bischoff recalls te unit’s firl
night wt Camp Engle: “There was an 8 jnch firing banery right

sty of e it | wooiinl wie weis o heviber, Bl nly mcoel stven s having geee
gty Sirmraes i, i liwe and s Dt abss wettl napetier.
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porosa the il from us, amd | . . sbout the time we got sound asleep
— miybe 20000 or 1200 in the morming — they"d fire 2 mission, Tt
woutld pop those tin ool hats . . . | knew then we were getting it
this was the last day of my life, . . We gradually worked ino L™

The batalion then set up its artilhery baneries along strategic
Highway |. Victnam’s main sorth-south srery. From there its big
155mm guns could hit trgets noardy ten miles away; they fired
suppont of infuniry. wiils, Battery © initially operated from 4 base
on Hill 88, a smull rise overlooking the flats near Highway 1.
Parrish recalls, “We drove there on Thanksgiving Day in the min.
And that was scary because it was new termitory, unknown, and o
lomg ways from where everybody else was, and [ thought 1o
myself, “why are we going down there?""

From the stan. Banery C distinguished itsell. The men all
remember a close-kait, friendly group that differed drastically in
that respect from mast of the army units. Parrish, for one, cites the
hometown camarderie as one of the reasods thal “for Tour of live
weeks out of our one-year tour of duty there, we were nuned the
vop firing batiery . . . in all of Southeast Asia™ The “weekend
warrkors” basked in their sccomplishments, collecting letters of
prasse such s (he one from Major Genersl John M. Wnight of the
101t Airborme Division headquarters, who thanked the unit for
“accurmle, timely, and effective fine.”™ As Captsin Tom McClure
wiide to the Bandsiown newspaper, “We hear comments from the
infaniry like. "How do you gel thise peaple o work like thar?™ ™
And Sammy Fillatreau, a forwand observer from the unit, recalled
the accwracy of the fire from Battery €. With other anits, he suid
that he hod o leave lesway for ermors, but with the National Cuard
baiteries he cume o expect pinpoint sceuracy. They never dis-
sppoimed b '

"Ml Uil Joben WL Wrlgrha, Ir., 1716 Advbeorss Dyvishot, e {immmmating OfFar,
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The men give various reasons for their proficiency. 1t waks
certainly a himogeneous group, amusal when compared 1o the un
of army units in Vietnam. They were brothers, in-laws, school
friends, cousins. “Whenever it come time for a job w get done,”
Parrish recolls, “everybody pisched in snd sow o it i the joby g
done. and gol done well and gol done gquickly,” Ax Jerry Jancs puts
i, 1 think thot, indirectly, everybody wiis looking out for every-
body else.” Unlike men in the regular army, the Cuardsmen would
still he prsund theit Tellow servicemen when they retumned home;
there was no anonyimity behind which to shick. They were also
aeveral years older than the average Vietnam soliier, Combat
sokdiers kn Vietnam averaged just over nineteen years old, whereas
the men in Battery C “had u linle age on them,” as Janes rocalls,
Most were twenty-thiee 1o thiny yess obd, Janes wis ome of the
babies of the unit ot twenty-one, As be insists, “that older head
miakes a difference.” Furitermore, the batery hod an andsual
number of college-degroe holders, Jody Hiydon smong them. Most
armmy units conld aod bosst of that advantage,

From Hill 85, Battery € made occasional forays w other
places. It panticipated in operations such s NEVADA EAGLE,
KENTUCKY JUMPER, RICHLAND SQUARE. anid tdhers with
the 1000 Alrborne, ™ These “shoots™ typrealiy tsted a day or two
and invalved only pare of the unit. Baery © also wak send, al firs
for temporary duty, and Jater for an exiended stiy. 1o a fire hase
called Tomobawk.™

The men like to remember the good times, Neeting and
impressicinistic as they now weem, and their recollections illustrate
the high morale of e wnit. fody Haydon tred o eaplabn: “Always
playing. prunks on one another; just anything w make the tme o
by Muking up wles . . . playfiog] conds, basketball (bhad a goal .
set ap), volleyhall.” Bon Parrich remembers with glee one outing
i the Bowwd supply warchouse ot Phis Bal, The operston — frendly
Maticmial Clunrdsnen — old them, “you'll find the good stull over
There.” and thisn went aboul basiness elsewhere, OF coune the men

“Fun sististicy o age. s hislle Ul Dives Afler Viessern T Bormomal by o
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fram Battery © pilluged some of the officers” stores; “We wemt
ver there and we gol hamburgens und buns, and | don’t know whi
all, ., . [Wel found a refrigerator some place thal wasn't being
e, ook o wire rack oot of that asd got o bareel and made a grll.”
They had a party for everyone. Haydon recalls their attitude;
“Siealing wasn't steafing in the army. [t was survival of the fittes.”

Another source of fond revollection came from a specaal poyg-
eot spenthended by Tam MeClure. Virtwally all Vietnam veterins
whis have wrillen sccounts of the war mention the children, the
orphanages; mont reeall trying o do things to help, Battery © wiss
o exception. The Guardsmen usially tried o avoid contact with
ihe Vietnamese civilions (1 didn’t trust them,” says Jody Haydioni,
but they made 4 big exception for the children in a Catholic
arphanage near Hué. McClure wrote the Nelsoa County Jaycees
anking them 1o help with & project to collect clothing for the kids.
The group responded by calling for clothing ("only summer
clothing s wanted™) 0 be brought 10 the Linited Methodist Church
in Bandstown, The people there domated some five hundred pounds
worth wnd senl it bo Vietnam. ® Parvish rocalls that it “was really the
ot fooching thing thet we did the entive year . . . w0 see all those
kids. . .. There [were| kids there with legs blown off and faces
manghed. and all thar kind of thing.” Haydon recalls it as o moving
experienve. He will has Christmas cands that be bought from Viet-
e nuns trying o ralse money.

The story of the omplumage is just ome example of the tes tho
ennncsied the Guardsmen with home, Amaig the good things, they
expecially remember the mail, “Everybody’s always homesick in
the service,” Parrish recalls, =1 don’t care how nauch thiy iy wo el
yoo otherwise.™ And o letier that wreived oot o ihe feld “was the
Tittle prece of bome that would come o meet you™ The newlywed
Bischoffs wrote ¢ach other daily. In facy, the only day Mrs,
BischodT recalls skipping was the day she gave birth 1o their fira
daughter. her hushand suvs that receiving her lefters wias the
“tighlight of the day.” Many of the Guardsmen also sent piciunes,
soetiines even movies, of where they wene, or what they were
doing. and the fulks o hore kept pace by sending linle tdbits of
fuxury in CARE-like packages.

“Mardwmren Eenpwdy Viensiund, Linnery B 198
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This network not only reached from Basdstown 1o Vietnam, it
also worked within Nelson County, Mrs. Bischoff recalls wives'
interrelations: “I was unbelicvable bow many of us were pregnant
at this same time, and it was & big support systcm, We had baby
showers one right after the other ., _ it kept us all in toach,” They
also shared letters, pictures, and movies. Whenever any of the
wives pod a letter, she would phivie everyone whose spouse o son
or brother was mentioned in the misive. “Case,” she explained,
“you'd want them to do the same fior you™ The women period-
ieally would meet &t a bocal drive-in, where the owner would sci up
a progectior and screen wo they conld share movies.

But the network encompassed more thin just the wives and
families helping coch other, The entire community helped. From
donated appliances o clothing projects o o Jayeee-eite Chirlstmas
gift project, Nelson County showed ity appreciation for the men in
arms ™ 1 also helped on an individual, personal level. As Mre
Rischoff says:

To focus iy on wht & small commumnity can 8o for you, mis, this is really,
nelly mice, He send me . |8 pottrait puieicd om siik] fsr Chreamas. Well, W
illidn’t comne. ' Well bere e wore Chrisimas Eve, the post offaoes: e closed.
mrwl yor cam imagane — 1'm peegnant and deprossod. Whon the pos ke
ot i g there mid dhey resdine that i°s Bor vee o us ginls, and shen: 05
P, they seond o giay sl b0 the middie of the sight o defiver the paote.
Amd | wtwui, wherr ehba winbd yom get thal kimed of treatmens

Banery © knew that the support and camaraderie it ¢upe-
rienced wene nof the wsual fare, The regular grmy formed musst of
its units oot of whatever men it had available: as people rotsted o,
fw s came:bn. Consequently, there was linle continuity or unit
cobeniveness. Parrinh remembers most army unils as “a mish-
mash™; he explaims, “you've got some good people and you've got
some bad people, and some of (he bad inclode somse of the screw-
ups” As for Haydon, he recollects age as the primary differcnce
between the Guardsmen and regular army soldiers. “A Lot of the
other fellows were just drufied right out of high school or whisever
the cake might be — eighteen, nineteen years old.™ These soldiens
were wiually “looking for action in whatever form. . .. I'd never

Famid . Uiy B, ftina
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been around mari juana 1o speak of before, and certmnly never been
arounid the other drugs ™ The army’s extensive drug problem
among encamped units in Vietnam is well documented-* The men
of Bairery © dis ool recall any significant drag use umong the
Guandsmen, afthough they do ndmit that seme iried marjusin

Even some of the oiher Mational Guard units did not have the
kind of suppon ond élan that Buttery C expericnced. Parrinh
remembers that “the guys from Louisville [the Service Battery] had
nothing because that community is (00 anonymous, s foo big.”
The Cuardsmen might know each oiher, but families did not, and
there was no commumity that knew all of them. Hence Battery C,
almost unkue among units in Vietnam, had a nember of advan-
tuges: age, education, family thes, community support, relative
sobwiety, homogeneity. They worked well and efficiently iogether,
and generlly outperformed the army whits around tem

The LS. military, hiwever, had no choice hut (o undermine
Baitery €' sdvaniages. Vietnam was 4 war of contaimment within
the comtext of the cold war. The object in Vietnam, therelors, wis
not the deleat of the commuimist enemy in North Vietnam, but his
comtatnment — indefinitely. VS, soldiers could not hive sustuineed
morle if they had been drafted for the duration of such o war, And
voters In the LS. would also be loath to sacrifice their soms, hus-
hands, beothers, mwd Friends for that kind of war, especially when
others, given exempition from the draft, were not required o make
uny sacritice. Therefore, the military instituted o 365-duy war of
duty 1o sustain morale at the front and 1o spread mose equitebly the
hunden u1 bome. Eoch solifier knew thut he swould have only one
year in Vietnam.,

As a result of the rotation of personnel, the ammy laved the
prospect thit one year after the arrival of the Louisville Legion, is
departure woald leave the area it served without effective, pric-
ticed artillery support. To soften the impact of the battalion's o,
the army instituted what it called “infusion.”™ This program
imvolved uprooting some of the Guordsmen and distributing ihem
throwgchout other witts i the couniry; ag the samw Gme, 1f mecos-
sitated replacing the Cuardsmen who were dhufflad out with reg-
ular Gi's. The army could thus ovoid having an entire bamalion-
Jevel aperation disrupted when the Cusrdsmen lefl

Pir, o pnample; Cimi Lirwy, Asseriv is iemies (ew York, 1970)
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Strategically, in conssdermtion of the nature of the war and the
lack of public support, the military had no choe about naation,
But that policy huet the wor effort. Milioey ortion malign the
twelve-month limit, although nobe doubt that it did bost mosle
— albeil in g personal senise, ot o collective one. One critic wie-
cinctly noted, “We don't bave twelve yeurs' experience in Vietnan,
W huve one yeur's experience twelve limes over, ™

Tactically, the army also hod Tinle chofce about infusion,
given the rotation policy. Bul these programs hurt Buttery C's
effon. Buttalivn commonder Licwienan Colonel Roben Cundilf
sardl ot the time that “infusion ir something we can live with™:™
however, he had to sdmit Lter that most of the battalbin’s sccom-
plishments 100k place before mfusion. ™ I simply hurt combai
effectivencss.

Jerry Janes remembers imfusion as “a sad tme.” He tand it
would seem all of the men) did recognize the program s necessary
ol the time, and tocday everyvone believes that Bardstown s Tosses in
Vigtnam would hove becn greater huid the program nol been in
effect. SHll “wi hated to see it happen.” He suva that morale began
tr drop as the infashon program evolved. Haydon recalls a sart of
tenigmation; the unil scoepicd the pew people, and the Cuardsmen
who lell “didn’t ook forwand w shipping ou w other units, b
wccopled 07 He says thu the men who camie into Battery C Toumd
the peesence of the Guardsmen in Vietnam somewhat humorous —
the “weckimd warmon® wene on dity in Viemam, Farmish is more
cmphatic shout the detnmenial effoots of infusion on Battery Cs
perfomunce: 71 do know it when wine of ihese Regular Army
pays were on guand duty that there was & ot of sleeping going on; |
know that for o fact™ Haydon muiatains that the National Guards-
me, by contrast, were catrthous o guand duty, that they looked out
for each other, The GUs infused into Banery € were not “had”
sobidiers: in fact, Bischodl remembers them as being well above par
for the army in Victnam. Nonetholess, the infusion program
wirked against Battery ©. The newcomers could not replace the
Triendy from hoime. The spell wis hroken.

s 110
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“Liuienams Calongl Rober Uundil] s Colimed Sevithaim, Uegumiment of the Sy
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Anviher policy worked by the detriment of Battery ©, that of
rotating company and hatiery commanders sl six-munth inervals
The regimen made sense (0 the military, which perceivied & need for
s many expeneaced company-level communders as possible. but
it often degenerted info “ticket ponching™— an officer's accur-
lation of comamund tars 10 aid in future promotions, To the men on
the guns, this parade of commanding officen — somie of whom no
doubt were thinking largely of their carcers — did not help, One
buttery comminder, an enthusiaitic army man named Lybe Thomp-
som, hadd gone out in o small helicopter 1o seoul for wrgets — oo
dense fog. The chopper crashed, presumably afier belng hit,
Thompaon died. As Jody Haydon recollects. “He was & real gung-
b type Fellow, which is & shame, it really is . . . shouldn't have
been fying in that kind of weather™" A quick sequence of com:
manders repliced Thomipson: Bocholl generalized that they were
masre imterested in body counts of enemy dead than doing mundine
things sch as “perting that perimeter in shape.™

With infusson well ander way, Hattery © moved (o Tomahuwk
Hill in Muy 1969, this time 1 set up a permabent fire base, Bul it
was ool the same anit that hisd st reconds from Hill B8, Parrish
desoribes Fire' Soppont Base Tomahwwd o o position. in rebtively
fow groumd hetween o mouniain range and a rise that overlocked
rice pailies and the South China Sea. Bischoll recalls arriving
there. The place, he says, was o “garbage dump.” Highway 1
putssedd fust e the enst, The hase perimeier was o mough oval with
the guns ranged around it each gun crew had o bunker nearby. On
the et ened of the mval, o the top of the rise, thie 1018 Alrborne
maintpined o small bave of its own out of which infuniry units
operated; it also had o guard bunker on the ather end, The mess
skl und maintennnce buitding hugged the perimeter on the south-
east end, while the nerve center of the banery — Fire Direction
Cuontrol, the Communicatinns bunker, the Exccutive PMost —
formed the porheastern section, Ficures of the hill reveal mepged
terrain, with foggy hiee blanketing the rlee paddies below. As if
portending trowble, the advance party received incoming moftar
rounds on its first pight ot Tomabsswk, ™ Bul Banery © woon

Wagaon uterveew, Batwery 0, 30 Ranafes, {0h Aridlory, Unn Hasnmy Tiled by
Tharmm P Dallanl Dusssits 249, 1971, Militury Reorush sl emsertbs Bamach, Frankiin.
Filandin imirtre
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installed itsell and began routine fining missions,

Perhaps they became lax. I so, Banery © was certainly no
imare so than the rest of the army in Vietnam, the point is that
policies and circamstances had eroded that special Ean, that unigue
edge ey enjoyed when they arrived, The Second Hantalion had
tnken very fow casualtics. Battery © lost Harold Brown on June |1,
bt that wis while he was away with another army unit. They also
had Jost Captain Thompson, But that was the extent of their
cassialties o that point. And the officers, heads no doubt spinning
from the revolving door of command, did nel do mere than
organize & minimal perimeter, Bischoll reculls that, as supply
serpeant, he had obtained all sons of “extras™ W fortily the position
— Pl gav (3 type of napaling, claymore mines. rockets. mines, and
sar fiorth — that would have been used In the days when the Gurd
anlt was at its peak. Instead. they staved piled up in one place.
s

Om the night of June 19, 1965, most of the men crowded into
the mainterance building to watch the movie Bonmie and Clvide.
Things seemed 1o be going well for the battery, Only a few days
before they had staged their raid on the officers” cluh suprplics and
had a harbecue party. That night they had o new, firsi-run movie to
watch. (The film had been in Bardstown only five monibia
befre, 1™ A heavy rain pooted down outside.

Unkaown o the men. specially trained soldiers from the
Seventy-second Sapper Company, Fourth Nosth Vietnamese Army
INVAD Regiment, wiaring only underwear, guns, ammunition, and
explosives. used the cover of the heavy rain to slip throegh the hase
perimeter and hide. As the 100sy Divislonal Command pat i1,
“Enemy elements — ax wus indicated in Jater prisoner of war
Imermgation and captured documents — had made a thorough
reconnaissance of the fire base for severnl davn 1o detect weak
s in the perimeter’s defenses.™ None of the men has any doubt
shout why: Battery € had cansed a ot of trouble for the Vietcong
and NVA, and they simply decided 10 take the wnit outl of action.”

i, Pastich rereies, Lews, Amerivs i Vipsssan, 144, Bardimws Erspsis
Sambind, Decemhur 18 - lanuary |99 s mbristivasims, pesin

peratanal Wepairt - Lossims Lourned, Aty Al Repoit,™ 10051 & e
Ebrwinion, BIb01, Bum “Wirmmain,™ Meliin Zuis Papers, Mamiscrigs Anctiies. Diviakon, 12 %
Arnry Whiliiary Biviory Destlinne Catiale Bawbs, Perng lvassa
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“This was probably the unit that wak doing the most damage fo
them . . . | know of one twenty-four hour period on Hill B8 they
lired o thowsand rounds; that's a bell of o lot of ammuenition,”
Bischol! ponts oul. And, of course, the layoul and location of
Tomahuwh, bordered us it was by high ground, mo doubt provided
further incemtive lo strike.

The sappers wailed wntil the carly-morning bours, Tommy
Rawsor, on duty i Fre Direction Control (FDXC), had gooe about
his mewmal nosutine, Just after 130 40, be gol up and turmed off the
gencrator that had been rechanging the ridio batleties; when he dad
so, several lights i the compound went out. The NVA. knew the
hase moutine, and a3 he went back into the sheeping bunker adjoin:
ing FOC to wake up the next shift, outside a red (lare shot up into
the night sky.™ Meanwhile, Duvid Colling had gone 10 the mess
area for colfee that the cooks Jeft o at might. He may well have
been the (i b0 realize that something was amiss, that there were
poople nearty him who were not Americans. Jusi before the e
flare went up to signal the aack, he spparently tred to sound the
larm."" The BVA shot him diwn. The ansck began, at 1:45 4w,
Ax Raisor resched down to owaken Donald Parmish, “all hell broke
foome."™ Jody Haydon remembers waking up in the FIXC sleeping
section 1o the sound of people yelling pnd screaming: he says it
wiis more tightmare than reality for o few moments. Cruandsmen
tumbled out of bed while other men from the unit ran inte FDC for
safety.

Within moments, sappers used a Rocket Propelled Grenode
(R tor blovw up the 100st infantry position on the western end of
the perimeter. The RPGs resembled barookas and could even
penetrate armor plate, meaning thal they could koock out the
howitpers. But over in Number | Cun, Janes sssumed that they
were laking morar fire. “We ook three rounds in the side of this
gun, . .. one of which was an BPG round. We ook two al the
hotom of the track, and I thought, “God, these mortars ane close.” "
When he reached o G elise the torret hatches uid butiod up the
gun, be saw the anackers. =1 pulled the hatch on anad told the guys,

bl Demll P e [comducind by Torry L Bindwhistell, 1984), ¥iernam
¥ovmams ia Kaminchy (el Hosiry Projeci. S0 King Librery Specinl Collagrinss,
Umsvrrnisty wf Kgnincky (sirralion Partik ssorvees | S|l
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“Gooks i the perimeer, get your ifles.”™ At thal point, Number 1
Chun husd three explosive roonds and two illomination rodeds, so
they quickly fired both of the umination rounds — stright g,
As e recalls, “we were punching rounds in that tube as the oech
wias slamniing on it and the tube going up.” With soume light
averhiad, lanes peered ol of the hatich: “There were poaks, ginks
were oll over the place.”

The Number | crew had 1o evacuate thewr gon. They had run
aut of ammunition and hed no visble wgeis Even worse, they
were taking direct RPG rounds. 1F one of them penetrated and
detonated a remaining powder charge, the men would be
incinerated in a Nash. As Janes recalis. two of the men did not want
to leive and would not open the rear door. He said, = "We've gol o
get out of this gun. ot w get on!’ Beciwse there were powder
charges in it ond we didn’t have amy rounds, we couldn’t fire it 07
s [lud ) staved in there und . . _ taken the right hit. wouldn't any of
us [havel got oat of there”™ They escapad, and the other men made
it 108 nearhy honker, but o satchel charge thrown by one of the
NVA soldiers exploded cline enough 1 leave Janes himsell dased,
He somehow wanidiened into a pile of barbed wire mear the bunker,
With only a 45 caliber pistol. he looked up and ww fhree NVA on
the other side of the wire, Fire fri Borald B Simpson of Number
3 G sarved i Life.

Meumwhile, when the finng starfed. Section Chiel Jim Muooee
woke up instantly and ran for his gun, Number 3 Then the crew
bomoned up the gun and staned Tirme: again assaming that the
explosions were mortar rounads, Bul ey only o Tew rownds, Moo
realiped thal thiv wis no morter atteck. Like Janes, he knew then
ihat he woukl have o evacudie the gun. Yer even as he pushed his
men ot the door, the NYA got & good hit with on RPG. It barely
penctrated the armor, but the hot metal woched off one of the
posaler charges stosed inside. The resulting flash explosion bidw
ap the gon amd burmed vically all of Moore's body, Somehow e
Bived through i, and one ol his men Jed him o Fire Direction
Control," Parrish recalls hin arrival:

Sonnchundy haf G hom i, snd T ooibd il — yoa e thery was jes v
bl s lighi cuhor ey e g (lashes — mod 1 ool aell by b shagwe, e

"l Wbt v Parres mewryacws
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whape of the body wio U was, | kew dhere wis wommthing womg, P |
omilidti”t el il W wes Al an | sisched his back, by skin cama ol oo ooy
Pesmic] esdl ihast el b e bike you winkdn'y behiese Al b el o i,
“Eavnnaibd, 17w Poarii g™

Havdom strained (o convey the essence of the Tighting: “There
was w0 much havos and gan burst, and there was just so much
excitement until daylight.” He took o machine pun and stood by
one of the mwo doors o FDC; he simply fired woward o breach m
the perimeter “We might have been daing all the shooting our-
selvis, | don't know ... you were just shooting imto the dark, I
was like, the hghts were Just like yiu swere in a room with thoa-
s oo sy baslba gpoing ofT. And you coulin’c see anything long
enniigh o see i 1 was a good gy o a bad guy, so you just [shot]”
Tommy Rateor stayed ut the mdio all night calling in suppart: heli-
copter gumihips came and added 10 the nolse and flashes. Parrish
remembers seeing the NVA sappers running from poist o point
within the perimeter throwing satchel charges sl bunkers and
stusoting the BPGa, He alao recalls that wheen they buile the FDC
bunker inte the hillside ot Tomahawk. “we all agreed tho we
meeded fiv go e thive liver of sundbags on the roof, Cerious thing
i thal the twis reguired Beyers were bl eniagh, ™ Two direet Bits on
the FIC moof tore through twe layers of sandbags: the thivd kel
“1) was guite & toise lside,” he sayn, and one 12 1 | 2-inch beam
splintered under the impact, but it did not fall,

The men recall their thoughts during the atteck. Parrish
thisght, “My G, are we godng to get omt of ihis™" He saw over
fory people, many wosinded, crowded oo the FOC bunber, one of
the few bunkers that survived essentially intact. Haydon, For his
part, believed that most of therm would die.

The firing bsted until morming, although the NVA no doubt
puilled out some time before light. Both Pamich and Janes recall o
captired NVA beutonam who said that they eriginally planned o
wse three hundred men. Janes i certain that had they used that
many they could have wiped oul the entire hase und everyone
there. In actuality, they sttacked with an estimated 150 men and did
much damage. The liewtenant also reported that the NYVA com-
mander hod lired o green fuere, signaling retreoal, even while the
sappers were still wreaking v

With dawn, und the end of the flghting. medevac helicopters
Mew the many wounded, included Jerry Tanes, 1o hospitals. The
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winmided veleran now recalls thar the anendam on the helicopter
wnted 1o take his rifle, bul after all be had pone through withoi @
rifle in hamd, Janes wam niol about to surrender it He was snll
scared. When the man told him that be would be going home, Janes
would pot believe the news: “1 dido’t think o [my injury] was as
b as it wus " Finally, when he wis persuaded to take 4 shower, he
Tonmd ot how badly he wis hun: be was then willing 1o leg his gun
ot of his sight and resly 1o believe that he would be sent bome.

The BVA sappers killed David Colling. Jim Moore, burned
severely, died three days liter on a hospital ship off the coust near
DaMang. Ronne Mollvoy was blown up by a satchel charge.
Ronald K Simpson, after having saved heary Janes with his cover
fire, was himsell killed, Luther Chapel, in from Battery A, also
died from gunfive: (Jim Ray had been kitked with ancther unit prior
o Tomshawk.) Cverall, five Guardsimen and four other ammy men
died that might; mineteen Guardsmen and twenty other army. men
were wounded. The attack on Fire Suppont Base Tomahawk
claimed forty-eight cosualties — moughly 50 percent of the soldiers
ihere. ™

After the atiack was essentially over, butl with evervone mill

conped up in FIC, Pamish recalls that he heard Jody Haydon say,
“This is reafly going to kill Bardstown. ™™ He wos right. Mrs.
Bischofl remembers it vividly:

The day wo found our that tbey had been Tur, 0 swned eal ey o e
mrwetining. | s fiving slose with my almi dadgiies. snd Wy Byod toa door
s quner wif she by Wt e bt o hae brother s killed — Wayne Colliss
anadl b hoveher Thanid Colline, His [Wayme's] wilt Mury was iiving al homs
il beet Fumily, wmd very iarly @ dhe ooming 0 surptised e b ey
they slamed commg evmul luyh win o'clock — the pouingest daugiacy
carme pver sl Kok on iy door aid ok me wp, OF oo i scared e

whe waid, ) jusd haver o gt pwuy oo e, things une w0 bad, every-
by s orwimg, " This e e Tt ol | Buisid (oot iheire v tromibsle. sl
o comire whe fokd e i ey Boschamd bod been il omd i Pasy s
haisbancd wos dioal.

Mirs. BischolT called her besi Triend — soon to be Jerry. Janes's
wile — who hadd discoverad spmething in & newspaper, b incl-

"Parid pmarvees, lsold Loy e adiis, laideie s Comti Ly Sl by 17, 1466
"Wameh innrvies; Paeried bmereew | (B85
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dental mention thut Tomahuwk Hill had been hit, Funther news was
unavailuhle. She expluins the feeling: “For ek of a herter wiy of
deseribing L and I've never thought of it before. bul it would be
like i you were sitting there and you knew the utom bamb was
hesided your way, and you just sal there. . You were frightencd
that somebody was going to pull in the driveway.” The army
officers, traveling in poirs, made three stops that moming. They
stopped personally to inform relatives of o death; injuries war-
ramied only & telegram. Formmnately, Mm. Bischofl got u lztter from
her huashand — “[1)t wis just & twe-line leiter telling me that he
was oll right, bl that something horrible had happened and he
would write as soon as be could.” The wives staved by their
plicney, and “nobody left their house the entire day.”

Confusion reigned in the communily for several daye. On
June 26, the Kentieky Standand sl did not have accurate informa-
tion, Ome of the desd was listed an missing: another man who had
died wis lsted us injured. But the feeling cume through, The news-
paper succincily reportied thar “hearts are heavy bere”™ Hy July 3,
the next lssue, the story wis complets. Three bodies hod alresdy
been retumed, and (wo more were expected soon. Nelson County
flew ks Mags ot half-mast for the memaonial senice scheduled on
the Fourth of July. and Bardstown Mayor Guothrie Wilson and
County Judge James Sutheriond declared o week of mourning.™

CBS 1elevision filmed the memorial service held in the
BRardsiown High School auditonium, Moo than cight hundred
people packed in to pay their respects b0 the desd and sing the
“Batile Hymn of the Republic,” David Collins’s grieving widow
probably drew the most sympothy: their son wad born just a few
ddwas before the service, ten days after his father's death at
Tomahawk. Mayor Wilson read the mames of thise from Nelbon
County who had died in Vietnam — an bonor roll, e called it —
and Judge Sutherland resd the enlogy. He solemmly concluded,
“Mone of us shall ever forgel what they did there,™™

Bandstown buried its dead, and Batiery © came home & few
months later. They spent the months after Tomuhawk in relative
security @l the base near Pl Bai, essentially counting diown the
duys. But nt el of the onginal unin remained by then Allos

Tt n Lovatas 87 Sinissarid, Juby N, 48R
Skl Buily 17, T,
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gether, Nelson County lost sixteen of its young men in Vietnam,
posiibly the highest per-copita loss suffered by any community b
thast war,™

Perhaps the tragedy of fire base Tomahawk could not have
been prevented, bul surely the Tuctor comributing most o the
disaster illustrates & major part of the army s weakness in Vietnam.
The war could not genernte enthasasm among soldiers, as demon.
strated by the Liwstnt. Even Jerry Janes, whio was tif a party to that
cave, expressed the muted feeling: ~1 wus a red, white, and blue
guy. 1 lelt thas is what 1"ve got to do. | redlly didn't want (o, bt this
is whit | ot o do, so Il do " Such were the limits of andor in
e of the best combal units in Vietnam.

Then, with a good unit in operation. and proficiency and
pccuracy prevailing. the srmy hiod 10 undermine the foundition of
that unit"s performuance in order o operate within the parumeters of
cold war strategy. The ammy required seasoned commanders, so i
needed 10 rotate them. And it also hod o have experencnd enlisied
mon, which meant that it had to have infusion. But one cannat
place all blame for the tragedy al Tomahawk on et progrun. In
the ahot tun, of beast, everyone figored that it cul Bardstown's
fovises by half, Nonetheless with more people concemed atout their
neighbor's anfety, aod with commuanders mare sensitive 10 their
men than 1o bedy counts, it seems plaesible 1o argue thar the NVA
miack might have been bess successiul,

The fuilore of Tomahawk oliimately stems from the nation’s
inability (o see war in Vietnam as a vital interedt, And insomuch as
infusion contribuled o the disaster ot Tomahawk, that debacle
resubted, not from a failire of will on Battery C's part. but from the
mation ' lack of will. Critics within the military estublishment
pesinit i the mation’s lack of resolve, and the refusal or inahility of
politicians o “mobitize public opinion”™ and “invoke the nationnl
will. ™ Spch critics beliove, among other things, that Presidem
Lyndon Johnson could have obtained a declartion of war in 1965

T navwes s hivad on the mnsss @ B costitvnsr @ llavdacsm The por capra
iy o Poilatui] Ciiniiily, sty , i dpe b it iy oapial 100 M) sl ther Driah e lars of
fanirh Mvem Dlair-splsinng suistinal snwlyses o srymied by proddems of e definms of
“yomriimety " B feliy . W e paiimbesd Pl commmiite bl s o @ (00 cbesd i feeasy
st Hake el FrEaEE

e eeporsally Flanry U Sammen, i 4 Sty A 0 nstieoad darveis of the L
W erw Yoark, 19840
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or 1966, an act that would have encrgsed the nation.

Such o stand avsumes Gnd thal Congress directly represents the
exphicit et of the people. That s hardly the cane in reality, where
the people are nod excoodingly explicit. Rather, Congress balanges
the identres of compefing inlerest gronps o vers lurge — and
certainly heterogensois — disincts, Cnly the most vocal groups are
eand most of the time. Socomd, soeh criticism fails o necognine tal
the poople are independint actors, not siimply patty (o he molded by
Teaders in Washingom, Criticism of the president for fablure 1o
"maibilire public opinkon” wed thereby unify the nation assumes tha
sopmetion e conld hoive done so. What i the people simply nefised
iobe molded” Thind, ihese criics neglect 1o point out that, when
given a choice al the polls, the people comsistently voted Tor the
peroeived pesce condidate. In 1964, they rejected the warhuwk
Barry Coldwuier, and in 1968 they vowed for Rachard Nivon, wia
clabmed 1o have o peace plan, (Hubert Humphiey s campaign began
1o gather momentum in the closing weeks of the 1968 campaign,
only after he began o take 4 pesce stmd. )

What went wiong inside Vietnum, amd why the nation did noi
mbilize fully fior war, are perhaps not the most relevant questions
i regand o America’s military failure there. A more fmportant
inquiry is why the American polieal system propagied o war that
Americans ultimately did oot want 1o fight, As & case in paint,
while Hattery C did not oppose e war, it certainly did pat care 1o
suppart it elther, Like present-day erities, political and military
leaders of the Vietnam ora apparently mistook, with trugic resulis,
the lisck of opposition anong such grodps i mean outright suppon
This politics of acquicscence cannot be ihe foundation for some-
thing as serfous a% a war, comsent cannot be comstried as approvil
The story of Battery © would ultimately lead one o question
America’s military effectivensss in wars of confainment which Lick
a clear i present danger o unify the nathon

Ax for Bantery C, the men express some hitterness. about the
experierwe. In the words of Jody Haydon, “when you see people
hamt, Wiy i 0 real big word™ Bur he oleo says that be would nod
trade his swar experiences for anvihing. In the end, Haydon's
smbiguity reflects that of (he United Stites before, during, and —
o — alter the fight in Vietnam: =1 don't feel o' for me o wy
wheiher it was right or wrong, Afler all these years, U'm s1ill not

<o 1 just sccepd thee situation: it"s hisory.™
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